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Abstract
The family as a basic social unit needs strategic support and strength to
carry its weight, relative to other social institutions. This paper focuses on why it
is important to help people learn to be in a family, and presents the construct of
becoming family literate (different from family literacy) as a legitimate platform
from which to work for the interests of families during the UN Decade for
Literacy, and beyond. This construct reinforces the imperative of family and
consumer sciences practice. It offers a new twist to an old dilemma: how to ensure
legitimacy and high regard for our constant messaging that families need external
supports in their role as a basic social institution.
The United Nations (UN) (2002) declared 2003-2012 the Decade for Literacy. The
overriding intent is to mobilize resources, like-minded social efforts and political will to meet the
learning needs of illiterate people living around the world. Literacy for all includes all children
and adults, girls and boys, women and men, young and old, rural and urban, in and out of school,
on or off the streets, families and communities, in countries in the South and in the North. What
is encouraging is that the Decade is based on a new definition of literacy and the recognition of
multiple literacies (UNESCO, 2004) (see Figure 1). Lonsdale and McCurry (2004) confirm that
literacy has been defined many ways. Policy, teaching, learning, research, and other facets of
practice are affected by how people define literacy. UNESCO asserts that more than political will
and educational resources are necessary (although the latter are readily available at the official
UN Literacy Portal1). New approaches to literacy work are needed. This paper shares one such
approach, a new construct called becoming family literate.
There is no single or universal definition for literacy and its meaning continues to change
(Lonsdale & McCurry, 2004), see Figure 1. The conventional notion of literacy is reading,
writing and numeracy (called functional literacy). The United Nations Decade spokesperson,
Sheldon Shaeffer (2003), acknowledges that other forms of literacy also are necessary for the 21st
century, including: cultural, technological and computer (e-literacy), ethical, health, financial,
media, environmental, business, visual, information, political, civic, social, peace, emotional, and
multicultural (see also 21st Century Schools, 2004; Cummins & Sayers, 1997; Lonsdale &
McCurry, 2004; UNESCO, 2004).
“Almost every domain now has its own ‘literacy’” (Lonsdale & McCurry, 2004, p.9). It is
time for family and consumer sciences (FCS) to conceptualize its own literacy. The United
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Nations (2002) maintains that literacy is crucial to the acquisition of essential living skills that
enable people to address the challenges they face in their daily lives (see also UNESCO, 2004).
Because of it focus on life skills, the FCS profession could explore a new kind of literacy - how
to become family literate. For conceptual clarity, this paper defines the conventional construct of
family literacy, and then discusses the new construct, becoming family literate. Moving from
literate families to being literate about how to be in a family provides the profession with a new
platform for practice during the UN Decade for Literacy - the case is made that people need to be
literate about how to be in a family (see Table 1).
Table 1 Comparing constructs of literacy, family literacy and becoming family literate
Literacy

Family Literacy

Becoming Family Literate

“Literacy for all,
via life skills and life empowerment”

“Create literate parents
and you will have
literate children”

“People need to learn
how to be in a family”

The educational level of the parents
affects the development of the child
because parental literacy is a precursor
of a supportive learning environment for
the child.

Families are a source of stability,
promise, progress. development, hope,
and they are a force that shores up
society. Their enduring strength is
paramount to the future of the world.
But...the family institution needs strategic
support and education in order to carry
its weight and fulfil its six basic functions
for societal betterment and stability.

Literacy is no longer seen as a mere
stand-alone skill for increased economic
productivity (3R’s), but instead is a social
practice contributing to broader
purposes of lifelong learning. Plural
notions of literacy (in combination with
citizenship, cultural identity, socioeconomic development, human rights and
equity) are context-sensitive and provided
in literate environments.

The Construct of Family Literacy
Considerable work continues to evolve around family literacy. This construct is usually
taken to mean how to work with parents (adults) so they become more functionally literate,
meaning they gain competencies in reading, writing and speaking English, and in numeracy.
They can then use these skills with their children to make the children more literate. There are
many benefits from being literate. Adults enjoy self-sufficiency, personal development and
confidence, especially economic self-sufficiency that can lead to full and meaningful
employment. Literate adults experience more positive interaction between themselves and their
children. Also, the children’s readiness for, and success in, school is increased -- all because the
parents are more functionally literate. The focus of family literacy in on the parent and the family
unit because both are the child’s foundation for learning. The intent of family literacy initiatives
is to ensure that both parents and children reach their full potential: personal, social and

economic. This literacy is normally achieved by teaching the parents reading, writing, language
proficiency, and related skills. The assumption of the family literacy construct is that the
educational level of the parent affects the development of the child because it is a precursor of a
supportive learning environment for the child; create literate parents and you will have literate
children (Sapin & Padak, 1998; UNESCO, 2004).
The Construct of Becoming Family Literate
Literacy is consistently being viewed in broader terms, expanding the meaning beyond
functional literacy to include knowledge, competency, know-how and awareness (see Figure 1).
This paper draws inspiration from this trend. The traditional notion of functional literacy as
reading, writing and numeracy now contrasts with literacy as ways of thinking, as behavior
(Sekhar, 2004). Research on how multiple literacies intersect with each other is relatively new, as
is inquiry into whether some aspects of literacy are fundamental to all literacies (Lonsdale &
McCurry, 2004). For the sake of argument, let us assume that how people learn to be a family,
different from the construct of family literacy, may well be the underpinning of all literacies
because it provides the core context for gaining essential life skills. All of the many forms of
literacy identified earlier in this discussion interface with, but are different from, the construct of
becoming family literate.
This section will develop the idea of, and provide support for, the construct of becoming
family literate. After addressing the UN’s notion of essential life skills and Street’s (1984) notion
of an ideological model of literacy, the paper turns to a discussion of families as basic social
institutions with attendant functions and the role FCS can play in helping people become family
literate.
Essential Life Skills and Ideological Literacy
The United Nations’ (2002) resolution about literacy is predicated on the conviction that
literacy (having an education) is crucial to the acquisition of essential life skills. FCS interpret
essential life skills to mean skills for succeeding in life while living within, or living in reference
to, a family unit. Living skills entail the skills of transition, of growing up and of independence.
They also comprise three other skills: (a) social skills (awareness of others and a sense of
responsibility); (b) cognitive skills (decision making, management, thinking and reasoning); and,
(c) manual skills (Horne, Hewer & Kerr, 2003).
The notion of life skills and the construct of becoming family literate mirror Street’s
(1984) ideological model of literacy, instead of his autonomous model. The latter model assumes
that sets of competencies are thought of as separate from the situations in which they are applied.
Such capabilities as technical skills, thinking, and problem-solving are treated as if they can be
learned and taught independently of the cultural context. The ideological model of literacy
assumes that literacy is viewed as a social practice, a social responsibility, and that it takes place
in a social context (much like Horne et al.’s (2003) conceptualization of life skills). From this
perspective, we can assume that literacy arises and develops within many contexts, within:
society and policy making, within classroom activities and school environments, within the
individual's experience of a subject and construction of knowledge and, most significant for this
paper, within the home environment - the family context (Street). Because the family context is so
central to learning how to be literate, it is imperative that people learn how to be in a family – to
become family literate. FCS is the premier profession to teach essential life skills to ensure
literacy for all.

FCS and Family Functions
In fact, the FCS profession has a key role to play in helping people become family literate
- to learn how to be in a family. FCS exists to ensure that people living in a family unit learn the
skills, knowledge, values, processes, attitudes, principles and behaviors needed to function as a
basic social unit. Indeed, families are a basic social unit, an organization of people living and
working together. Social units are part of a larger social group, like communities, societies and
cultures. To assume the responsibilities associated with being a basic social unit, families need
help as they strive to fulfil six basic functions, regardless of what they look like or their form
(called a structural definition) (McGregor, 2008; Sokalski, 1992). A functional definition of the
family assumes that families are the cornerstones of society, a key institution that provides
customs, practices, relationships, and behavioral patterns of importance in the life of
communities and societies. People need help to become family literate to fulfil their six basic
institutional obligations for the:
•
emotional care and physical maintenance of group members and relatives. Within
healthy families, children, adults and seniors all receive the care and support they need
(e.g., food, shelter, clothing, protection and so on). This support is provided for healthy,
sick, disabled and elderly persons;
•

addition of new members through procreation or adoption as well as fostering. Society
renews itself through families. Families also give name and legal status to their members;

•

socialization and education of children into adult roles and responsibilities. Families
prepare children for life by teaching skills, values and attitudes that equip them to learn,
work, form friendships, and contribute to society. Children also socialize adult family
members;

•

social control of members (e.g., setting boundaries, disciplining, mentoring) and
protection of family members against all forms of violence. This exercise yields the
maintenance of order within a family and groups external to it. Within families,
individuals learn, hopefully, positive values and behaviors and receive criticism and
lessons to mitigate negative ones. Sometimes family members have to be protected from
each other;

•

production, consumption, exchange and distribution of goods and services. Families
provide for their own by consuming and producing goods and services. As they strive to
fulfil the needs of their members, they play a vital role in the local and national
economies by earning, spending, saving, investing, and giving money, and in their roles
as laborers and entrepreneurs; and,

•

maintenance of family morale and motivation to ensure task performance both within the
family and in other groups. Families provide the glue that holds society together and
keeps it functioning. Beyond providing mere social control, families, through love and
spiritual leadership (emotional caring and upbringing), inspire, nurture and support their
members’ self esteem, self-understanding and potential (International Year of the Family
Secretariat, 1992; Sokalski, 1992; Vanier Institute of the Family, 2008).

FCS Body of Knowledge - Scaffold for Becoming Family Literate
It bears repeating - - FCS exists to facilitate people becoming family literate, to fulfil key
institutional functions as a basic social unit: care and maintenance of the household and
members, consumption and work, social control and socialization via relationships and family
dynamics, caring for the vulnerable, providing emotional and material support, and so on. Indeed,
this paper insists that the United Nations’ (2002) resolution, with Street’s (1984) ideological
model of literacy, and the notion of family as a basic social institution, infer that a particular form
of education and practice is needed to become family literate, that being FCS, with its focus on
essential life skills. FCS is an area of study that strives to help individuals and families

Figure 3 Content, Processes and Thinking that Inform Comprehensive FCS Practice

(regardless of what they look like) procure, consume and dispose of resources from their near
environments (social/cultural, human-built and natural) as they strive to meet their basic needs
(food, clothing, shelter, family relations and health), and fulfil their basic functions as a social
institution (McGregor, 2008).
Figure Two profiles three building blocks that can inform comprehensive FCS practice:
(a) basic content; (b) general processes, competencies and skills; and, (c) ways of thinking and
knowing (McGregor, 2008; McGregor & MacCleave, 2007; National Association of State
Administrators of Family and Consumer Sciences [NASAFCS], 2008). The profession’s
attendant body of knowledge that FCS draw upon to inform their practice is reflected in the
national standards for FCS education (NASAFCS, 2008) and in the many journals, conference
proceedings, books, monographs, university courses and curricula, policy documents, and
extension enterprises, and especially in the tacit knowledge of practitioners (Mitstifer, 2001).
New Construct and Platform for Practice and Advocacy
Given the emergence of new literacies within the context of the UN Decade for Literacy,
and given the recognition that literacies are both multiple and context-specific (Lonsdale &
McCurry, 2004; UNESCO, 2004), this paper offers the construct of becoming family literate (a
departure from the conventional notion of family literacy). This contemporary construct provides
FCS practitioners an opportunity to draw on the energy generated by the UN initiative for
multidimensional literacies. They can use the UN platform as a basis for both introducing the
notion of becoming family literate to the global dialogue on literacy, and within their local and
national practice. By intellectually engaging with the construct of becoming family literate, FCS
will have an additional tool with which to pave the way for innovative approaches to policy,
teaching and learning, theoretical innovations and research. These initiatives can now respect the
need to better understand how people learn to be in a family - to become family literate. The
construct offers a new twist to an old dilemma: how to ensure legitimacy and high regard for our
constant messaging that families need external supports in their role as a basic social institution,
and that FCS is the best way to ensure that they receive this support (Pendergast & McGregor,
2007).
As a social institution, families have responsibilities to other social institutions, and these
institutions have responsibilities to families (e.g., the economy, labor market, governments, law
and justice, faith, health). Interestingly, when sister institutions change, they are said to be in
transition, leading a new state. When families try to keep up by changing their structures and how
they fulfil their societal functions, they are said to be in crisis (McGregor, 2008). In the face of
such pervasive and relentless change, people need special training and preparation to learn how
to be in a family; it does not come naturally. They need self-knowledge and potential-maximizing
skills. In conjunction with work, career and money management skills, they also need problem
solving and decision making skills as well as communication skills. Furthermore, people in
families require personal relationship skills, along with citizenry and past-present-future oriented
skills. The two latter skills enable them to take on leadership roles and embrace the consequences
of their actions as a social unit and world citizens. Otherwise, the most basic social unit at the
heart of our ever-changing society cannot fulfil its contributions to human life.
FCS is unique in this scenario. It is the only profession with the specific mandate of
empowering and strengthening individuals and families. Done well, FCS enables people to learn
how to be in a family - to become family literate. Conversely, done well, families are a source of
stability and promise, a powerful force for progress and development, a counterweight to

alienation and existential despair, and a defense against societal breakdown and disorder. Their
enduring strength is paramount to the future of the world. But, and it cannot be said enough, the
family institution needs strategic support and education in order to carry its weight (Seufert-Barr,
1994); people need to learn how to be in a family.
Their duties as a social institution are onerous. They share the responsibility for the
changing world, and are integral to the social structure and development of all economies and
societies. Families are major agents of development and progress, and their contribution is
crucial for success. People are not born with a special family gene; instead, society relies on both
familial and generational socialization processes and the formal and non-formal education
systems to teach people how to be in families. FCS is part of this education system, playing a
special role because of its focus on the home and family for the betterment of humanity and
society (East, 1979).
Given the profound changes and challenges that families face in today’s world
(McGregor, 2005), FCS must continue to place families’ needs and interests in the forefront of
people’s minds in governments and other institutions. They can now choose to intellectually
engage with the construct of becoming family literate. If so inspired, FCS can use it as a
legitimate platform from which to work for the interests of families during the UN Decade for
Literacy, and beyond. The becoming family literate construct could become part of the future
agenda of FCS. This author does not presume to offer advice about how resultant practice might
change, save to say that we can use it to justify continued support for FCS in the education
system and as a powerful platform from which to lobby for family-sensitive policies and
programs. The author trusts each practitioner to have the intellectual savvy and professional
integrity to explore its merit and enter into dialogue with fellow FCS who are drawn to the notion
of what it means to become family literate.
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